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ROSALIND FRANKLIN UNIVERSITY OF MEDICINE AND SCIENCE COLLEGE OF PHARMACY STUDENT WRITING CLUB: 
Business Member Spotlight: O’Connell 
Pharmacy
by Tai S. Jaranson, 2019 PharmD Candidate and Asma A. Awad, 2019 PharmD Candidate

O ’Connell Pharmacy in 
Sun Prairie, Wisconsin 
has been in business 
since 1987 serving 
the Dane County 

community and surrounding areas. 
Owners Mark and Michelle O’Connell 
are devoted to providing the best possible 
care to meet the community’s needs while 
offering excellent customer service. This 
independent pharmacy consists of both 
a retail and long-term care pharmacy 
providing care to the general community as 
well as a more focused elderly population. 
With the need for long term care emerging, 
O’Connell Pharmacy is dedicated to 
providing the best possible pharmacy 

Writing Club

services in their long-term care division. 
In addition, their new, larger retail facility 
caters to a variety of patients across Sun 
Prairie.

Day to Day Practice 
Dr. Holly Altenberger, Pharmacy 

Director and former long-term care 
manager at O’Connell Pharmacy, described 
the daily practice at both the long term care 
and retail locations. In the retail setting, 
a typical day consists of serving walk-
in customers, filling daily prescriptions 
and refills, and speaking with providers, 
insurance companies, and patients. 

A large portion of the day is devoted 
to filling personalized medication boxes. 

Patients at O’Connell have the option of 
having the pharmacy organize their daily 
medications. This not only saves patients 
and their families time, but also improves 
adherence and reduces medication errors. 
Pharmacists use returned boxes to assess 
compliance by observing them for any 
patterns in missed doses, and use that as an 
opportunity to counsel patients.

O’Connell Pharmacy has a unique 
layout with its more clinically-driven 
structure. When it was built in 2008, Mark 
O’Connell had a vision for his pharmacy to 
take on a progressive physical layout. The 
pharmacy consists of a large receiving area 
for prescription drop off and pick up like 
most pharmacies do, but also has booths 
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reserved for patient counseling and private 
rooms for immunizations, medication 
therapy management (MTM), and point-
of-care testing. Instead of filling the space 
with non-pharmacy items like groceries and 
cosmetics, the design includes more focus 
on patient centered care and a devoted 
section to over the counter items. 

Another aspect of the day-to-day 
activities at O’Connell is tackling billing 
and insurance coverage. In the role 
of a billing specialist, Cindy Albright 
deals with a lot of the behind the scenes 
insurance tasks like billing, audits, and 
re-accreditation. She also serves as a go-
to person for patients and their family 
members with respect to insurance and 
coverage issues. Cindy consults with 
patients in person and over the phone to 
help them navigate through what can be a 
very tedious and confusing process. 

On the long term care side of the 
business, the typical day consists of cycle 
filling as well as daily orders of as needed 
and bulk medications. The pharmacy caters 
to many surrounding long-term care and 
assisted-living facilities, adult family homes 
and residential care apartment complexes. 
O’Connell uses several different types 

of compliance packaging, and follows a 
prompt schedule to ensure that each patient 
at these facilities takes their appropriate 
medications consistently. 

While the pharmacy follows a 
schedule and does most filling in advance, 
a pharmacist is always on-call on the 
weekends to ensure that all the needs of the 
long term care residents are met, including 
any emergency situations. On a daily 
basis, free deliveries are coordinated and 
encompass up to a 2.5 driving hours radius 
for both long term care and retail pharmacy 
patients. 

Within the long-term care pharmacy, 
Ann Schwartzwald, RPh, serves as the 
consulting pharmacist. Her responsibilities 
include annual and monthly facility 
reviews, quarterly psychotropic reviews, 
facility site reviews (including medication 
pass observations and cart checks), flu 
clinics and MTMs when requested. In her 
clinically-driven roll, Ann also regularly 
trains other pharmacists, students and staff 
to enhance continual clinical growth and 
knowledge. 

Raising the Bar 
At a time when retail chain pharmacies 

dominate, O’Connell has not only been 
able to remain successful as an independent 
pharmacy, but also is continually paving 
the road in innovation. Through their 
progressive ideas, they are constantly raising 
the bar for patient-centered care. While a 
large portion of their patient population 
is the elderly community, O’Connell 
Pharmacy caters to all populations, offering 
services such as online refill requests and 
free home delivery. Overall, O’Connell 
Pharmacy has gone above and beyond to 
really get to know their patients and do 
everything they can to provide them with 
the best care. They encourage their patients 
to speak up and let them know where there 
is room for improvement, such as avoiding 
automated answering services, or designing 
a particular medbox that better fits their 
needs. 

Members of the O’Connell Pharmacy 
team also raise the bar by maintaining 
close relationships with the community 
they serve. Once a month, long term 
care residents can look forward to topic 
discussions given by Dr. Altenberger. 
Pharmacists at O’Connell also keep 
strong connections with long term care 
staff, including nurses, physicians, and 
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medication administrators to maintain 
open lines of communication and know 
their patients better to make appropriate 
clinical recommendations. Often 
pharmacists are able to catch errors, add 
necessary monitoring parameters, or cut 
down extraneous medications to optimize 
therapy because of their collaboration with 
the entire healthcare team. 

With features like medboxes and 
compliance packaging, the people behind 

O’Connell retail and long term care are 
always willing to try different methods and 
cater to specific patient needs. For example, 
O’Connell Pharmacy has gone through 
the process of becoming a dementia 
friendly pharmacy through the Aging 
and Disability Resource Center of Dane 
County. Members of the pharmacy team 
were trained to address common issues 
those with dementia and their families may 
face and learn better ways to serve them. 

One of the pharmacy’s core principles is 
to continually improve accessibility and 
accommodations to ensure all patient 
populations have equal access to quality 
care.  

Unlike many retail pharmacies, where 
pharmacists do not have access to patient 
medical history to help make informed 
decisions about medication, O’Connell 
retail pharmacy goes the extra mile. Their 
collaboration with the UW Health systems 
provides them access to patient profiles 
directly from the pharmacy. With access 
to a complete picture of a patient’s health, 
including past medical history, over the 
counter medications, diagnostic tests, and 
lab values, pharmacists have the ability 
to optimize patient care and minimize 
potential errors. 

In addition, Dr. Altenberger holds a 
chair position on the Pharmacy Society of 
Wisconsin (PSW) Long Term Care board, 
which allows her voice and opinion to 
be heard. In addition to board member 
involvement, O’Connell Pharmacy makes 
a point to have a representative at every 
conference to stay connected and informed. 
To survive as an independent pharmacy, 
thinking outside of the box is a crucial trait 
to maintain, which O’Connell Pharmacy 
has excelled at.

“The ultimate goal is to serve as many 
people as we can with unique service.” 
-Holly Altenberger, RPh

Bumps in the Road
Many pharmacies face the issue of 

reimbursement, and dealing with insurance 
companies and pharmacy benefit managers 
to ensure proper compensation to remain 
profitable in a competitive market can 
be quite a challenge. As a family owned 
independent pharmacy, Sean O’Connell 
serves as O’Connell’s Executive Director 
and he constantly strives to keep the 
organization moving forward. With 
other local retail chains and long-term 
care pharmacies, staying competitive and 
offering unique services is crucial, especially 
as an independent business. 

Transitions of care pose a challenge in 
all avenues of the healthcare and O’Connell 
Pharmacy has been tackling this issue with 
a number of different innovative strategies.  
A pharmacist-to-pharmacist hand-off 
system has been implemented that allows 

Below: Holly Altenberger, Pharmacy Director, outside of O'Connell Pharmacy
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for seamless transitions when patients 
move from different areas of care. Having 
a direct connection between pharmacists at 
different stages of care, and even providing 
a point of contact at each step, optimizes 
continuity of care and has reduced the risk 
of errors and lost patient information. 

O’Connell pharmacy constantly strives 
to find new methods of tracking errors 
and pinpoint areas for improvement, and 
the organization sets itself apart by staying 
dynamic and embracing technology. The 
pharmacy works on the philosophy that if 
they can perfect their workflow and system, 
their impact on the healthcare system 
as a whole can be much greater, which 
ultimately benefits the patient. 

Moving Forward
In the future, O’Connell Pharmacy 

is hoping to expand its vaccination 
capabilities with the addition of the 
Wisconsin Immunization Registry. This 
will allow them to personally seek out 
and offer necessary immunizations to the 
surrounding community. Additionally, they 

are utilizing new technology to improve 
medbox medication adherence. According 
to a metastar analysis, patients in the 
O’Connell Pharmacy medbox program had 
a 76% reduction rate in hospitalizations.1 
Because of this, the medbox programs is 
one of their main focuses.  

There are many positives and negatives 
that transpire due to growth, and finding a 
balance is a key component to accelerating 
as an independent pharmacy. While being 
progressive is important, Dr. Altenberger 
states, “It is important to remember 
that the primary focus of this particular 
company is customer care.” Finding a 
balance between moving forward and being 
ahead of the industry, but keeping the little 
things that patients like and make patients 
feel special is important. Cautious growth 
allows O’Connell Pharmacy to give the 
best customer service possible and remain 
properly staffed. This allows them to get to 
know their patients on a first name basis 
and growing too quickly could potentially 
hinder this. Overall, having a team of 
people on board who are agents of change 

and willing to evolve and stay up to date is 
essential to achieving success. 

Through their commitment to 
serving the community and tailoring 
services to patient needs, O’Connell 
Pharmacy reinforces the tremendous 
impact pharmacists can have on patient 
health. In a society where everything is 
becoming increasingly automated and 
commercialized, this family business 
continues to prove that personalized 
patient-centered care can go a long way.

Tai Jaranson and Asma Awad are 3rd Year 
Doctor of Pharmacy Candidates at Rosalind 
Franklin University of Medicine and Science in 
North Chicago, IL. 
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